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(54) Polarisation independent optical phase modulator 



(57) A polarisation independent optical phase mod- 
ulator comprises two substrates 11 and 12. A reflector 
15 is disposed between the two substrates and a quar- 
terwave plate 16 is disposed between the reflector 15 
and the substrate 11. A polarisation dependent elec- 



trooptic layer 18 is disposed between the quarterwave 
plate 16 and the substrate 1 1 . The quarterwave plate 16 
has an optic axis which is aligned at 45 degrees to the 
polarisation whose phase is modulated by the elec- 
trooptic layer 18. 
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D scription 

The present invention relates to a polarisation inde- 
pendent optical phase modulator. Such a modulator 
may be used to provide adaptive phase modulation to 
allow active manipulation of light, for instance for appli- 
cations such as interferometry, deflection such as beam 
steering, imaging such as forming a Fresnel lens, and 
analogue modulation of diffracted light, for instance to 
provide a diffraction-based projection display. 

Eschler et al, "Liquid Crystal Light Valves for 
Schlieren Optical Projection", Displays, Volume 16, 
page 35, 1 995 discloses a polarisation independent op- 
tical phase modulator comprising an electrooptic mod- 
ulator, a retarder or static waveplate, and a mirror. The 
use of such a modulator in a diffract ion -based projection 
system is also disclosed. The electrooptic modulator 
comprises a nematic liquid crystal device acting as a 
phase modulator. The nematic liquid crystal is untwisted 
and has antiparallel alignment so that, when an electric 
field is applied across the liquid crystal layer, the mole- 
cules tilt in a plane perpendicular to the layer so as to 
vary the retardation of light passing through the layer. 

The waveplate is a static quarterwave plate whose 
optic axis is aligned at 45 degrees to the alignment di- 
rection of the nematic liquid crystal. The quarterwave 
plate is disposed between the electrooptic modulator 
and the mirror. 

Operation of the phase modulator is illustrated in 
Figures 1 and 2 of the accompanying drawings. The re- 
flective light path has been shown "unfolded" about fold 
plane FP so as to illustrate the operation more clearly. 
An arrow 1 illustrates the direction of light propagation 
through the device. A single arbitrary polarisation state 
of an unpolarised light beam is represented by orthog- 
onally polarised components 2 and 3 having a phase 
difference $ between them. The light passes through the 
electrooptic modulator shown at 4 and the vertically po- 
larised component 2 is delayed by 27iAnd/X relative to 
the horizontally polarised component, where An is the 
birefringence of the electrooptic material of the modula- 
tor 4, d is the thickness of the modulator 4, and X is the 
wavelength of the light. 

The mirror and quarterwave plate act as a static 
halfwave plate 5 whose optic axis is aligned at 45 de- 
grees to the alignment direction of the modulator 4. The 
polarisations of the components 2 and 3 are therefore 
"reflected" about the optic axis as a result of passage 
through the halfwave plate formed by the quarterwave 
plate and the reflector. The light then passes again 
through the electrooptic modulator shown at 6, where 
the vertically polarised component 3 has its phase de- 
layed by 2rcAndA.. Thus, the components 2 and 3 both 
experience the same phase delay and remain orthogo- 
nal, but are reflected about the axis of the waveplate. 
Thus, although the electrooptic modulator provides po- 
larisation dependent phase modulation, the change in 
polarisation produced by the halfwave plate 5 causes 



both polarisation components to experience the same 
phase modulation. The device therefore acts as a po- 
larisation independent optical phase modulator. In par- 
ticular, unpolarised incident light can always be resolved 
s into a linear sum of polarisation states, each described 
by two orthogonally polarised beams. As described 
above, the device phase modulates any arbitrary polar- 
isation state independently of what that state is so that 
the device modulates all states by the same amount. 
10 Therefore it will operate on unpolarised light. 

In this known phase modulator, the electrooptic 
modulator, the quarterwave plate, and the reflector are 
embodied as separate optical elements. The device is 
arranged as a plurality of individually controllable picture 
is elements (pixels) so as to provide spatial phase modu- 
lation, for instance resulting in a diff ractive optical device 
whose diffraction properties are controllable. However, 
because of the effects of parallax between the separate 
optical elements, relatively large pixels are required in 
20 order to permit a usable range of incident angles. This 
problem of the known device is illustrated in Figure 2 of 
the accompanying drawings. Where the phase modula- 
tor is used with an optical system 7, for instance forming 
part of a projection display, the orthogonal polarisation 
25 components are imaged into different planes. The po- 
larisation component 2 is optically modulated by the 
electrooptic modulator at the position 4 whereas the 
component 3 is modulated at the position 6. The images 
of the two orthogonal polarisations are therefore formed 
so jn the distinct image planes shown at 8 and 9. 

US-A-3 912 369 discloses a reflective liquid crystal 
display having a liquid crystal cell, a quarterwave plate, 
and a reflector. The liquid crystal cell, the wave plate 
and the reflector are provided as separate elements, 
35 with the wave plate and reflector being disposed outside 
the liquid crystal cell. 

A spatial light modulator using ferroelectric liquid 
crystal technology is disclosed in a paper entitled "Dif- 
fractive Ferroelectric Liquid Crystal Shutters for Unpo- 
40 larised Light" by M.J. O'Callaghan and MA Handschy, 
Optics Letters, Volume 16 No. 10, May 1995, pages 770 
to 772. The spatial light modulator disclosed in this pa- 
per is switchable between a first state in which it trans- 
mits incident light and a second state in which it acts as 
^5 a phase diffraction grating. 

Another spatial light modulator is disclosed in a pa- 
per entitled "Improved Transmission in a Two-Level, 
Phase Only, Spatial Light Modulator" by M.A.A. Neal 
and E.G.S. Page, Electron. Lett. 30 (5) pages 465-466 
so 1994. This paper discloses a spatial light modulator 
which is switchable between a transmissive mode and 
a diffractive mode in which alternate strips of the mod- 
ulator rotate unpolarised light by plus and minus 45 de- 
grees and an associated halfwave retarder further ro- 
ss tates all the polarisation components of the light so as 
to provide phase-only modulation. 

Figures 3 and 4 of the accompanying drawings 
show a reflection-mode diffractive spatial light modula- 
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tor (SLM) of the type disclosed in GB 9611993.8 (publi- 
cation No. 2313 920). The SLM comprises a rectangular 
array of rectangular or substantially rectangular picture 
elements, only one of which is shown in Figures 3 and 
4. The SLM comprises upper and lower glass substrates 
11 and 12. The upper substrate 11 is coated with a trans- 
parent conducting layer of indium tin oxide (ITO) which 
is etched to form elongate interdigitated electrodes 13. 
The electrodes 13 are covered with an alignment layer 
14 for a ferroelectric liquid crystal material. 

A combined mirror and electrode 15 is formed on 
the glass substrate 1 2 and a static quarterwave plate 1 6 
is formed on the silver mirror and electrode 15. The 
thickness of the plate 16 is controlled so that it acts as 
a quarterwave plate for a predetermined bandwidth in 
the visible spectrum, for instance centred about 633 na- 
nometres. 

A further alignment layer 17 is formed on the quar- 
terwave plate 16. The substrates 11 and 12 are then 
spaced apart and stuck together so as to form a cell 
which is filled with the ferroelectric liquid crystal material 
to form a layer 18. The spacing provides a layer of fer- 
roelectric liquid crystal material which provides a 
halfwave of retardation so that the liquid crystal layer 
acts as a halfwave retarder whose optic axis is switch- 
able as described hereinafter. 

For each pixel, the electrode 1 5 acts as a common 
electrode which is connectable to a reference voltage 
line, for instance supplying zero volts, for strobing data 
to be displayed at the pixel. Alternate ones of the elon- 
gate electrodes 13 are connected together to form first 
and second sets of parallel interdigitated electrodes 
which are connected to receive suitable data signals. 
Each pixel is switchable between a reflective state and 
a diff ractive state as described hereinafter. 

Figure 5 of the accompanying drawings illustrates 
diagrammatically the operation of adjacent strips of the 
pixel shown in Figures 3 and 4 when the pixel is in the 
diffractive mode. The optical path through each pixel is 
folded by reflection at the mirror 15 but, for the sake of 
clarity, the path is shown unfolded in Figure 5. The SLM 
acts on unpolarised light, which may be split into com- 
ponents of orthogonal polarisations for the sake of de- 
scribing operation of the SLM. One of the component 
polarisations is shown at 20 in Figure 5 and is at an angle 
-<J> with respect to a predetermined direction 21. 

Voltages which are symmetrical with respect to the 
reference voltage on the electrode 1 5 are applied to the 
first and second sets of alternating interdigitated elec- 
trodes 1 3a and 1 3b. Thus, ferroelectric liquid crystal ma- 
terial strips 18a and 18b disposed between the elec- 
trodes 1 3a and 1 3b and the electrode 1 5 have optic axes 
aligned at angles of -G and +e, respectively, with respect 
to the direction 21, where 6 is preferably approximately 
equal to 22.5 degrees. 

Each strip 18a of ferroelectric liquid crystal material 
acts as a halfwave retarder so that the polarisation of 
the light component leaving the strip 18a is at an angle 



of 0-26 with respect to the direction 21 . The light com- 
ponent then passes through the static quarterwave plate 
16, is reflected by the mirror 15, and again passes 
through the static quarterwave plate 1 6, so that the com- 

5 bination of the quarterwave plate 16 and the mirror 15 
acts as a halfwave retarder whose optic axis is parallel 
to the direction 21. The polarisation direction of light 
leaving the quarterwave plate 1 6 and travelling towards 
the ferroelectric liquid crystal material is "reflected" 

10 about the optic axis of the quarterwave plate and thus 
forms an angle 26-<t> with respect to the direction 21 . The 
light component then again passes through the strip 1 8a 
of ferroelectric liquid crystal material so that the output 
polarisation as shown at 24 is at an angle of <t>-46 with 

is respect to the direction 21 . Thus, for each input compo- 
nent of arbitrary polarisation direction -ty, the optical path 
through the SLM via each of the strips 18a of ferroelec- 
tric liquid crystal material is such that the polarisation 
direction is rotated by -40. This optical path therefore 

20 rotates the polarisation of unpolarised light by -49, which 
is substantially equal to -90 degrees. 

Each strip 18b of ferroelectric liquid crystal material 
acts as a halfwave retarder and rotates the polarisation 
direction to 0+28. The fixed halfwave retarder formed by 

25 the combination of the quarterwave plate 1 6 and the mir- 
ror 15 rotates the direction of polarisation of the light 
component so that it makes an angle of -26-<|> with re- 
spect to the direction 21 . The final passage through the 
strip 18b rotates the polarisation direction to <j>+46 as 

30 shown at 25. Light of the orthogonal polarisation has its 
polarisation rotated in the same way. Thus, unpolarised 
light passing through the strips 18b has its polarisation 
rotated by +46, which is substantially equal to +90 de- 
grees. 

35 Light reflected through each of the strips 1 8b is out 
of phase by 180 degrees with respect to light passing 
through each of the strips 1 8a when the electrodes 1 3b 
and 1 3a are connected to receive data signals of oppo- 
site polarity. In this state, the pixel acts as a phase-only 

40 diffraction grating and the pixel operates in the diffrac- 
tive mode. Because of the bistable characteristics of fer- 
roelectric liquid crystals, it is necessary only to supply 
the data signals in order to switch the strips 1 8a and 1 8b 
to the different modes illustrated in Figure 5. 

45 in order for the pixel to operate in the reflective 
mode, it is necessary to switch either or both sets of 
strips 18a and 18b so that their optic axes are parallel. 
Unpolarised light incident on the pixel is then substan- 
tially unaffected by the ferroelectric liquid crystal mate- 

50 rial and the quarterwave plate 16 and is subjected to 
specular reflection by the mirror and electrode 15. Each 
pixel is therefore switchable between a transmissive 
mode, in which light is specularly reflected or "diffracted" 
into the zeroth diffraction order, and a diffractive mode, 

55 in which light incident on the pixel is diffracted into the 
non-zero diffraction orders. 

Such a diffractive SLM can be used with unpolar- 
ised light and provides increased optical modulation ef- 
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ficiency compared with SLMs which require polarised 
light. 

Figure 6 of the accompanying drawings illustrates 
a projection display using an SLM 30 of the type shown 
in Figures 3 and 4. The SLM 30 is illuminated by an un- 
polarised light source 31 via a mirror 32. A projection 
optical system 33 projects an image displayed by the 
SLM 30 onto a screen 34. 

Light from the light source 31 is reflected by the mir- 
ror 32 so as to be incident normally on the SLM 30. Each 
pixel which is in the reflective mode reflects the incident 
light normally back to the mirror 32 so that the reflected 
light is not projected by the system 33. Thus, a "dark" 
pixel is imaged on the screen 34 by the system 33. Each 
pixel in the diffractive mode deflects the incident light 
into the non-zero diffraction orders, mainly into the pos- 
itive and negative first orders as illustrated by light rays 
35 and 36. The light from each such pixel is thus imaged 
to a "bright" pixel on the screen 34. 

According to the invention, there is provided a po- 
larisation independent optical phase modulator, com- 
prising: two substrates; a reflector disposed between 
the two substrates; a waveplate disposed between a 
first of the substrates and the reflector for producing a 
retardation of (n+1 )X/4, where n is an integer greater 
than or equal to zero and X is a predetermined wave- 
length of visible light, and having an optic axis; and a 
polarisation dependent electrooptic layer disposed be- 
tween the waveplate and the first substrate for modulat- 
ing the phase of light having a polarisation substantially 
at 45 degrees to the optic axis of the waveplate. 

A polarisation dependent electrooptic layer is a lay- 
er of electrooptic material which modulates the phase 
of light of a first linear polarisation as a function of an 
electric field applied to the layer but which does not af- 
fect the phase of light of a second linear polarisation or- 
thogonal to the first polarisation. Thus, for light passing 
through such an electrooptic layer, the same orthogonal 
polarisation states remain unaltered in amplitude on ex- 
iting the layer for all values of applied electric field. In 
the case of planar aligned nematic liquid crystal layers, 
linear polarisation states aligned parallel and perpendic- 
ular to the alignment direction of the nematic liquid crys- 
tal are preserved. Only the linear polarisation state 
whose electric field is parallel to the long axis of the liq- 
uid crystal molecules is phase modulated as a function 
of the applied electric field. 

When light is reflected by a phase modulator, ac- 
cording to the invention, one of two orthogonal polarisa- 
tions is modulated by the electrooptic layer on its way 
to the reflector whereas the other is modulated after be- 
ing reflected by the reflector. In particular, the waveplate 
and the reflector cooperate to form a waveplate which 
has a retardation of (n+1)A/2 which reflects the polari- 
sations about the optic axis of the waveplate. Thus, 
modulation of the two polarisation states occurs with an 
optical separation substantially equal to twice the thick- 
ness of the waveplate. The optical path difference can 



be made of the order of the wavelength of light. When 
such an optical phase modulator is used with an optical 
system as illustrated in Figure 2, the separation between 
the image planes 8 and 9 is negligible for many appli- 
5 cations of such a modulator, for instanc in projection 
displays of the type shown in Figure 6. 

By disposing the optical elements between the two 
substrates, problems caused by parallax in the known 
device are greatly reduced. This is particularly advanta- 

10 geous where the optical phase modulator is used with 
unpolarised incoherent light sources, such as light emit- 
ting diodes and white light sources. 

The arrangement disclosed in Eschler as described 
hereinbefore uses the same mode of operation as the 

*s present invention, but has a different structure. In par- 
ticular, Eschler discloses the use of individual separate 
elements. The structure of the present invention allows 
the effects of parallax to be reduced as described here- 
inbefore. Sharp imaging is possible so that high resolu- 

20 tion devices can be provided. Further, the structure of 
the present invention allows the second substrate to be 
embodied as an active substrate and a reflecting sub- 
strate. This gives the possibility of achieving high fill fac- 
tors which improve the optical performance of the de- 

25 vice. The structure disclosed by Eschler cannot be 
formed as a reflective addressed device using, for ex- 
ample, a silicon large scale integration (LSI) backplane. 

GB 9611 993.8 discloses an arrangement which has 
a similar structure to that of the present invention but 

30 which operates in a different mode as described here- 
inbefore. In particular, the liq u id crystal of GB 96 11 99 3. 8 
switches in the plane of the layer whereas, when liquid 
crystal is used as the optical phase modulator of the 
present invention, it switches out of the plane. Also, the 

35 liquid crystal of GB 9611993.8 is not polarisation de- 
pendent as defined hereinbefore and as required by the 
present invention. Further, the waveplate orientation in 
GB 9611993.8 is not fixed relative to the alignment of 
the liquid crystal. 

40 The construction allows the use of a reflective ad- 
dressing substrate as one of the two substrates. Many 
applications of spatial phase modulation require pat- 
terned addressing electrodes, often with active ele- 
ments, on one of the substrates. For large pixel aperture 

4 5 ratios and/or high resolution, such underlying structures 
may be buried under a near-continuous reflecting sur- 
face. This arrangement therefore permits such devices 
to be made while providing adequate phase modulation 
performance. 

50 it is possible to provide continuous or analogue 
phase modulation as opposed to binary modes of oper- 
ation in which, for instance, a diffraction grating can only 
be switched on or off. Thus, blazed gratings can be 
achieved for use where high fidelity single beam diff rac- 

55 tion is required. Further, grey scale can be achieved 
within each pixel, for instance in display applications. 

If the waveplate is sufficiently achromatic, the same 
device may be used for different wavelengths. The 
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wavelength for which the device is to be used merely 
determines th range of electric fields which must be 
applied to the electrooptic layer to achieve the desired 
range of phase modulation. 

Although any waveplate providing a retardation of 
an odd number of quarter waves may be used, it is pre- 
ferred to use a quarterwave plate, for which n=0 giving 
a retardation of X/4. 

The waveplate may comprise a layer of aligned and 
cured reactive mesogen. 

The electrooptic layer may comprise a layer of liquid 
crystal arranged to perform out-of-plane switching. The 
liquid crystal may be a nematic liquid crystal. In one em- 
bodiment, the liquid crystal has positive dielectric ani- 
sotropy and is disposed between alignment layers de- 
fining antiparallel alignment. In another embodiment, 
the liquid crystal has positive dielectric anisotropy and 
is disposed between alignment layers defining parallel 
alignment. In a further embodiment, the liquid crystal 
has positive dielectric anisotropy and is disposed be- 
tween alignment layers defining hybrid alignment, in 
which one of the substrates has parallel alignment and 
the other substrate has homeotropic alignment. In a fur- 
ther embodiment, the liquid crystal has negative dielec- 
tric anisotropy and is disposed between alignment lay- 
ers defining homeotropic alignment. In yet a further em- 
bodiment, the liquid crystal has negative dielectric ani- 
sotropy and is disposed between mutually parallel align- 
ment layers. 

The electrooptic layer may comprise a layer of lith- 
ium niobate. 

The modulator may comprise a plurality of picture 
elements, each of which has at least one transparent 
first electrode disposed between the first substrate and 
the electrooptic layer and at least one second electrode 
disposed between the second substrate and the elec- 
trooptic layer. The second electrodes may comprise the 
reflector. 

The first electrodes of all the picture elements may 
comprise a continuous layer of conductor. 

The second substrate may carry an active address- 
ing matrix connected to the second electrodes. 

Each of the picture elements may have a plurality 
of first or second electrodes which are elongate and par- 
allel. 

The invention will be further described, by way of 
example, with reference to the accompanying drawings, 
in which: 

Figure 1 is a diagram illustrating operation of a 
known type of phase modulator; 

Figure 2 is a diagram illustrating a disadvantage of 
the modulator of Figure 1 ; 

Figure 3 is an exploded view of another known mod- 
ulator; 



Figure 4 is a cross-sectional diagram of the modu- 
lator of Figure 3; 

Figure 5 is a diagram illustrating operation of the 
s modulator of Figures 3 and 4; 

Figure 6 is a schematic diagram of a projection dis- 
play using phase-only diffraction grating modula- 
tors; 

w 

Figure 7 is an exploded view of an optical phase 
modulator constituting an embodiment of the inven- 
tion; 

is Figure 8 is a cross-sectional diagram of the modu- 
lator of Figure 7; 

Figure 9 is a simplified cross-sectional diagram il- 
lustrating operation of the modulator of Figure 7; 

20 

Figure 1 0 is a diagrammatic plan view of an actively 
addressed optical phase modulator constituting a 
further embodiment of the invention; 

25 Figure 11 is a diagram illustrating 90 degree planar 
alignment for a one dimensional diffraction applica- 
tion; 

Figure 12 is a diagram illustrating the formation of 
30 dislocations with the alignment illustrated in Figure 
11; 

Figure 13 illustrates planar angled alignment for a 
one dimensional diffraction application; 

35 

Figure 14 is a sectional diagram illustrating antipar- 
allel alignment; 

Figure 15 is a sectional diagram illustrating home- 
40 otropic alignment; 

Figure 16 is a sectional diagram illustrating it-cell 
alignment; 

45 Figure 17 is a sectional diagram illustrating hybrid 
nematic alignment; and 

Figure 18 is a sectional diagram illustrating splayed 
alignment. 

50 

Like reference numerals refer to like parts through- 
out the drawings. 

Figures 7 and 8 show a polarisation independent 
optical phase modulator comprising a rectangular array 
55 of rectangular or substantially rectangular picture ele- 
ments, only one of which is shown in Figures 7 and 8. 
The modulator comprises upper and lower glass sub- 
strates 11 and 12. The upper substrate 11 is coated with 



BNSDOCID: <EP 0878729A2 I > 



9 



EP 0 878 729 A2 



10 



a transparent conducting layer, for instance of indium tin 
oxide (ITO), which forms an electrode of the pixel. The 
electrode 13 is covered with an alignment layer 14 for 
nematic liquid crystal, for instance comprising a brushed 
polyimide layer. 

The substrate 12 carries reflecting addressing elec- 
trodes 15 in the form of parallel elongate strips, for in- 
stance formed by depositing aluminium to a thickness 
of approximately 100 nanometres and etching to form 
the desired electrode pattern. An alignment layer 1 9, for 
instance comprising a layer of brushed polyimide, is 
formed on top of the reflecting electrodes 15. A static 
quarterwave plate 16 is formed on the alignment layer 
19, for instance by spinning on a mixture of a reactive 
mesogen diacrylate, such as that known as RM258 
available from Merck in Poole, UK, in a suitable solvent 
such a chlorobenzine with a photoinitiator. The align- 
ment layer 1 9 aligns the reactive mesogen, which is then 
cured for approximately ten minutes under ultraviolet 
light in an atmosphere of nitrogen, the thickness of the 
plate 16 is controlled, for instance by varying the mixed 
ratios of the materials and the spin speed, so that it acts 
as a quarterwave plate for a predetermined bandwidth 
in the visible spectrum, for instance centred about 633 
nanometres. The thickness d is given by the expression 
d=A/(4An), where X is the wavelength of the centre of 
the band and An is the difference between the ordinary 
and extraordinary refractive indices of the material of the 
plate 16. The quarterwave plate 16 therefore typically 
has a thickness of the order of 800 nanometres. A fur- 
ther alignment layer 17 is formed on the quarterwave 
plate 16, for instance as described hereinbefore for the 
alignment layer 1 4. The alignment layers 1 4 and 1 7 are 
spun onto the underlying surface and comprise a poly- 
imide material which is then rubbed at 45 degrees rela- 
tive to the alignment direction of the plate 16. The rub- 
bing directions of the alignment layers 14 and 17 are 
opposite so as to provide antiparallel alignment. 

The substrates 1 1 and 1 2 are then spaced apart, for 
instance by spacer balls, and stuck together so as to 
form a cell which is filled with nematic liquid crystal ma- 
terial to form a layer 18. The nematic liquid crystal ma- 
terial may be that known as E7 available from Merck in 
Poole, UK. The thickness of the layer 18 is required to 
be such that the retardation provided by the layer can 
be controlled over a desired range for an acceptable 
range of voltages applied between the electrodes 13 
and 15 and is typically between 1.5 and 2.5 microme- 
tres. 

In order to optimise the brightness of the display, 
the reflectivity of each interface should preferably be re- 
duced, for instance by applying ant iref lection coatings 
to the substrate 11. 

The use of antiparallel alignment with a nematic liq- 
uid crystal for the layer 18 of positive dielectric anisot- 
ropy results in the formation of a Freedericksz cell ar- 
rangement. The nematic liquid crystal forms, in the ab- 
sence of an applied electric field, a nearly uniform par- 



allel aligned layer whose optic axis, which is parallel to 
the long molecular axis, is at a small angle from the 
plane of the cell surfac . The small angle is determined 
by the pretilt induced by the alignment layers 14 and 17. 
5 Figure 9 is a simplified cross-sectional vi w of the 
modulator illustrated in Figures 7 and 8 illustrating the 
effects of applying different magnitudes of electric field 
across the layer 18. The application of an electric field 
by supplying a suitable potential difference between the 

10 electrodes 1 3 and 1 5 forces the liquid crystal molecules 
to rotate out of the cell plane. This results in changes to 
the refractive index seen by light polarised along th 
alignment direction of the liquid crystal. Optical propa- 
gation through regions of the layer 18 with different ap- 
is plied fields and therefore different out-of-plane liquid 
crystal molecular orientations results in spatially varying 
analogue phase modulation and hence in diffraction. 

As described hereinbefore, the quarterwave plate 
16 and the reflector formed by the electrodes 15 act as 

20 a halfwave plate which exchanges the polarisation di- 
rections of orthogonally polarised components of the in- 
cident light. Thus, subsequent propagation through the 
layer 18 results in the same modulation being applied 
to the orthogonal component, as described hereinbe- 

25 fore with reference to Figure 1 . The modulator therefore 
acts as a polarisation independent optical phase mod- 
ulator for all incident light. 

Figure 9 shows the effects of applying different volt- 
ages V1 , V2 and V3 to the electrodes 1 5 relative to the 

30 electrode 1 3 on the long molecular axes of the nematic 
liquid crystal. V3 is a relatively low voltage and has little 
effect on the axes as illustrated in the region 40 of the 
layer 18. The voltage V2 is larger than V3 and results in 
tilting of the axes further away from the plane of the cell 

35 as illustrated in the region 41 of the layer 1 8. Application 
of a voltage V1 which is larger than V2 causes the mo- 
lecular axes to be tilted such that they are substantially 
perpendicular to the cell surfaces as illustrated in the 
region 42 of the layer 18. 

40 Figure 1 0 illustrates an active matrix addressing ar- 
rangement for an optical phase modulator comprising a 
rectangular array of pixels of the type shown in Figures 
7 to 9. This arrangement may be formed as an active 
backplane constituting the substrate 12 but with the po- 

45 sitions of the "plane 0 electrodes 1 3 and the interdigitated 
electrodes 15 exchanged compared with Figures 7 to 9. 

The top substrate 11 carries two sets of interdigitat- 
ed transparent electrodes 1 3, for instance made of indi- 
um tin oxide (ITO). The electrodes 13 are elongate or 

50 strip-shaped and are parallel with each other. The elec- 
trodes of each set are connected together and are in- 
terdigitated with the electrodes of the other set so that 
only two connections are required to the top substrate 
11. 

55 The bottom substrate 1 2 carries a rectangular array 
of reflecting pixel electrodes such as that shown at 15. 
Each pixel electrode 15 faces a plurality of the interdig- 
itated transparent electrodes 13. An active matrix ad- 
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dressing scheme is provided for individually controlling 
the pixel electrodes 15 and a pixel element of the ad- 
dressing arrangement is shown diagrammatically to an 
enlarged scale at 61. In the arrangement illustrated, 
each pixel electrode 15 is connected to the source of a 
thin film transistor (TFT) in the form of a pixel field effect 
transistor (FET). Each FET acts as a gate for the asso- 
ciated pixel. 

The pixels are arranged as rows and columns with 
the drains of the transistors of each column being con- 
nected to a respective column or data electrode 62 con- 
nected to a data signal generator (not shown) and the 
gates of the transistors of each row being connected to 
a respective row or scan electrode 63 connected to a 
strobe signal generator (not shown). The pixels are thus 
enabled one row at a time so that image data for a com- 
plete roware written simultaneously. The addressing ar- 
rangement illustrated schematically in Figure 10 is thus 
of the conventional dynamic random access memory 
(DRAM) type and may be fabricated on a silicon bottom 
substrate. The addressing arrangement may thus be 
substantially conventional and may be fabricated using 
substantially conventional techniques. 

In an alternative arrangement, the interdigitated 
electrodes are disposed on the bottom substrate 1 2 and 
may be reflective. 

The actively addressed optical phase modulator 
shown in Figure 10 is particularly suitable for use in pro- 
jection display systems, for instance as illustrated in Fig- 
ure 6 or in a Schtieren optical projection system, for in- 
stance as disclosed in "Schlicren Optical System Using 
Liquid Crystal Phase Gratings for Large Screen Projec- 
tion, M.W. Fritsch, Displays, Vol. 13, No. 1, pp 45-60, 
1 992. The voltages applied to the electrodes 1 3 and 1 5 
are such as to cause each pixel to act as a phase-only 
diffraction grating. When the relative phase shift be- 
tween light passing through adjacent regions of the liq- 
uid crystal layer 18, such as those indicated at 18a and 
1 8b in Figure 7, is 1 80 degrees, the diffraction produced 
by the pixel is a maximum whereas, when there is zero 
phase shift between adjacent regions 18a and 18b, the 
pixel effectively ceases to operate as a diffraction grat- 
ing. The two sets of interdigitated electrodes 1 3 are ar- 
ranged to receive different voltages Va and Vb, for ex- 
ample 0 and 10 volts. The voltage Vc applied to each 
pixel electrode 15 is varied so as to control the diffrac- 
tion, and hence the grey level, produced by the pixel. 
When the voltage Vc is equal to one of the voltages Va 
and Vb, for example 0 volts, the pixel acts as a diff ractive 
grating producing maximum diffraction. When the volt- 
age Vc is substantially midway between the voltages Va 
and Vb, for example 5 volts, the grating is "erased" and 
the pixel produces minimum diffraction. Intermediate 
voltages give varying diffraction to produce the interme- 
diate grey levels. The operation of a projection display 
using such a phase modulator is therefore substantially 
as described hereinbefore with reference to Figure 6. 

An advantage of the phase modulator in such an 



application is that it is capable of achieving grey levels. 
In particular, by varying the voltages on the electrodes 
1 3 and 1 5 so as to vary the relative phase shift between 
light beams passing through adjacent regions such as 

5 18a and 18b, the pixel acts as a diffraction grating of 
variable diffraction efficiency. Thus, in the case of a pro- 
jection display system of the type shown in Figure 6 
where diffracted light for projection is collected, the 
amount of light diffracted away from the zeroth order can 

io be varied by varying the signals supplied to the elec- 
trodes 15 with respect to the signals supplied to the elec- 
trode 13. 

Other applications for phase modulators include 
beam steering, for instance as required for optical print- 
15 ing, and adaptive optics, for instance for focusing a 
source of light onto a plane whose distance varies as a 
function of time and/or position, for example in optical 
scanners. 

As shown in Figure 1 1 , where elongate electrodes 
20 are used as illustrated in Figures 7 to 10 in order to pro- 
vide one dimensional diffraction of light, it is preferred 
from a polarisation conservation aspect to align the 
nematic liquid crystal at 90 degrees to the longitudinal 
axis of the electrodes. This is illustrated in Figure 11 
25 where the electrodes 15 are perpendicular to the long 
axes such as 65 of the nematic liquid crystal molecules. 
With this arrangement, in-plane fields which may occur 
between the electrodes do not force twisting of the mol- 
ecules in the liquid crystal layer 8 and no second order 
30 polarisation mixing is induced. However, for this align- 
ment, the nematic liquid crystal is forced at one edge of 
the electrodes to align contrary to the pretilt angle as 
illustrated in Figure 12. In particular, where the electric 
field lines such as 66 between the electrodes 1 5 have 
35 opposite tilt to the substrate compared with the natural 
pretilt of the molecules as determined by the alignment 
layer, dislocations in the liquid crystal occur such as 
those shown ringed at 67. Such dislocations act as scat- 
tering defects and give rise to polarisation mixing and 
40 non-preservation of the polarisation states. 

One technique for avoiding such dislocations is il- 
lustrated in Figure 13. In this case, the alignment 65 of 
the molecules is at an angle between zero and 90 de- 
grees with respect to the longitudinal axes of the elec- 
ts trodes 15. 

Alternatively, a spacer layer may be disposed be- 
tween the electrodes 15 and the nematic liquid crystal. 
This results in the field at the surface of the liquid crystal 
layer adjacent the electrodes 15 becoming lower in 
50 magnitude and more perpendicular to the surfaces of 
the liquid crystal layer so as to reduce the likelihood of 
dislocation formation. 

Figure 14 illustrates diagrammatically the Freeder- 
icksz alignment for a nematic liquid crystal of positive 
55 dielectric anisotropy with antiparallel alignment, as de- 
scribed hereinbefore. The right hand part of Figure 14 
illustrates the molecular alignment of the nematic liquid 
crystals in the absence of an applied field whereas the 
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left hand side illustrates the molecular alignment for an 
applied electric field which is sufficient to rotate fully the 
molecules. However, other liquid crystal alignments 
may be used in devices of the type shown in Figures 7 
to 10 as described hereinafter. 

Figure 15 illustrates homeotropic alignment for a 
nematic liquid crystal material having negative dielectric 
anisotropy. In the absence of an applied field, the nemat- 
ic liquid crystal molecules are aligned substantially nor- 
mal to the surfaces of the ceil with a slight tilt in a pre- 
determined direction. By applying an alternating electric 
field to such a material, the molecules attempt to rotate 
such that their long axes are normal to the field as illus- 
trated in the left hand part of Figure 15. This results in 
a similar phase modulation as described hereinbefore 
but with opposite dependency on the applied field. 

Figure 16 illustrates a rc-cell alignment in which a 
positive dielectric anisotropy nematic liquid crystal is 
used with parallel (as opposed to antiparallel) align- 
ment, for instance by using alignment layers 14 and 17 
which are rubbed in the same direction. This alignment 
causes the nematic liquid crystal to form two possible 
relaxed states. By maintaining at least some voltage 
across the cell, the V-state is favoured and can be made 
to switch in a similar way to the Freedericksz cell but 
with a faster response time. 

Figure 17 illustrates another example of out-of- 
plane nematic liquid crystal switching known as the hy- 
brid aligned nematic or HAN structure, in which one sur- 
face is planar aligned and the other is homeotropically 
aligned as shown in the right hand part of Figure 1 7. The 
resulting liquid crystal layer 18 has to be approximately 
twice as thick as for the arrangements shown in Figures 
14 to 16 because of the out-of-plane switching present 
in part of the layer in the relaxed state. However, an ad- 
vantage of this alignment is that no brushing or equiva- 
lent for planar alignment is required on one of the cell 
surfaces. 

Figure 18 illustrates another example of out-of- 
plane nematic liquid crystal switching known as the 
splayed birefringent device (SBD) mode, which is de- 
scribed in W097/12275. A nematic liquid crystal layer 
18 is disposed between first and second mutually par- 
allel alignment layers (not shown). The alignment layers 
inpart a high surface pre-tilt (preferably around 80 - 90°) 
to liquid crystal molecules in surface regions of the liquid 
crystal layer 18. 

The nematic liquid crystal layer 18 has a negative 
dielectric anisotropy, so the liquid crystal molecules pre- 
fer to align themselves with their short axes parallel to 
an applied electric field. As a result of this and as a result 
of the mutually parallel alignment directions of the align- 
ment layers, in the state of zero applied voltage the liquid 
crystal molecules in the layer 18 adopt a bend configu- 
ration across the thickness of the layer 18. When an 
electric field is applied, the liquid crystal molecules rea- 
lign themselves to lie with their short axes along the di- 
rection of the applied field so as to produce a splay state. 



As the molecules re-orient themselves to lie with their 
short axes along the field direction, the birefringence of 
the liquid crystal layer 18 increases. 

It is possible to use electrooptic materials other than 

5 liquid crystals for the layer 18. For instance, the elec- 
trooptic material may comprise lithium niobate. 

Achromatic waveplate techniques may be used in 
the present devices. For instance, such techniques are 
disclosed in Pancharatnum et al, Proc. Ind. Acad. Sci, 

10 1955, 41 A, 130 and 137 "Achromatic Combinations of 
Birefringent Plates'. The devices can be made to oper- 
ate at different wavelengths by using a "static" achro- 
matic waveplate 16 and by tuning the driving voltage 
and hence the field applied to the electrooptic material. 

15 For instance, for a colour projection display using phase 
modulators of the present type, three identical such 
modulators may be used for modulating red, green and 
blue light with the applied voltages to each devices be- 
ing selected to optimise performance for the colour 

20 which it is required to modulate. Thus, only a single de- 
vice needs to be manufactured so that costs may be re- 
duced. 



25 Claims 

1. A polarisation independent optical phase modula- 
tor, comprising: two substrates (11,12); a reflector 
(15) disposed between the two substrates (11,12); 

30 a waveplate (16) disposed between a first (11) of 
the substrates and the reflector (15) for producing 
a retardation of (n+1)A/4, where n is an integer 
greater than or equal to zero and X is a predeter- 
mined wavelength of visible light, and having an op- 

35 tic axis; and a polarisation dependent electrooptic 
layer (18) disposed between the waveplate (16) and 
the first substrate (11) for modulating the phase of 
light having a polarisation substantially at 45 de- 
grees to the optic axis of the waveplate (16). 

40 

2. A modulator as claimed in Claim 1 , in which n=0. 



45 



A modulator as claimed in Claim 1 or 2, in which the 
waveplate comprises a layer of aligned and cured 
reactive mesogen. 



4. A modulator as claimed in any one of the preceding 
claims, in which the electrooptic layer comprises a 
layer of liquid crystal arranged to perform out-of- 

50 plane switching. 

5. A modulator as claimed in Claim 4, in which the liq- 
uid crystal is a nematic liquid crystal. 

55 6. A modulator as claimed in Claim 5, in which the liq- 
uid crystal has positive dielectric anisotropy and is 
disposed between alignment layers defining an- 
tiparallel alignment. 
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7. A modulator as claimed In Claim 5, in which the liq- 
uid crystal has positive dielectric anisotropy and is 
disposed between alignment layers defining paral- 
lel alignment. 

5 

8. A modulator as claimed in Claim 5, in which the liq- 
uid crystal has positive dielectric anisotropy and is 
disposed between alignment layers defining hybrid 
alignment. 

10 

9. A modulator as claimed in Claim 5, in which the liq- 
uid crystal has negative dielectric anisotropy and is 
disposed between alignment layers defining home- 
otropic alignment. 

15 

10. A modulator as claimed in Claim 5, in which the liq- 
uid crystal has negative dielectric anisotropy and is 
disposed between mutually parallel alignment lay- 
ers. 

20 

11. A modulator as claimed in any one of Claims 1 to 
3, in which the electrooptic layer comprises a layer 
of lithium niobate, 

1 2. A modulator as claimed in any one of the preceding 25 
claims, comprising a plurality of picture elements, 
each of which has at least one transparent first elec- 
trode disposed between the first substrate and the 
electrooptic layer and at least one second electrode 
disposed between the second substrate and the 30 
electrooptic layer. 

13. A modulator as claimed in Claim 12, in which the 
second electrodes comprise the reflector. 

35 

14. A modulator as claimed in Claim 12 or 13, in which 
the first electrodes of all of the picture elements 
comprise a continuous layer of conductor. 

1 5. A modulator as claimed in any one of Claims 1 2 to *o 

14, in which the second substrate carries an active 
addressing matrix connected to the second elec- 
trodes. 

1 6. A modulator as claimed in any one of Claims 1 2 to 4 $ 

1 5, in which each of the picture elements has a plu- 
rality of second electrodes which are elongate and 
parallel. 
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and the substrate 11. A polarisation dependent elec- 



trooptic layer 18 is disposed between the quarterwave 
plate 16 and the substrate 11. The quarterwave plate 16 
has an optic axis which is aligned at 45 degrees to the 
polarisation whose phase is modulated by the elec- 
trooptic layer 18. 
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